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Document Review – Exordium Parvum

	The first Cistercian house was founded in 1098 at a site in Burgundy known as Cîteaux. The founding members consisted of a group of nuns from the nearby Benedictine monastery of Molesme, led by Abbot Robert and accompanied by fellow monks including Alberic and Stephen Harding, who each later served as abbot of Cîteaux. Fifteen years after the foundation of Cîteaux, the Cistercians began founding daughter houses, expanding their sphere of influence, including the monasteries of Clairvaux, La Ferté and Pontigny. With the rapid expansion that the Cistercians now saw, and with more people becoming aware of the Cistercians and their customs, it became necessary to compose some rules and ideals for their followers to adhere to. One of these documents was the Exordium Parvum, written as a narrative history of the foundation of Cîteaux, and providing a written account of the customs of the Cistercians. There has been some discussion over the authorship and dating of the Exordium Parvum, with some commenters believing it to be the work of Abbot Harding in around 1119, others have suggested that this was only part of the composition and additions and revisions were made throughout the twelfth century as necessity saw fit. Whether it is a hybrid document that evolved over the years, or whether it is presented as it was originally composed and written, it is generally accepted by the Cistercian Order as the “true account of the origins and ideals of the Cistercian reform”.[footnoteRef:1] [1:  M. Casey, ‘Reading the Exordium Parvum’ [online] Available at www.scourmont.be/exordium/unit4.pdf (Accessed 15th January 2018)] 


	Analysis of the Exordium Parvum can provide an exceptional insight into the driving motives behind the Cistercian reform, as well as an indication of the context within which the Exordium Parvum was written. The first part of the Exordium Parvum, from the Prologue through to Chapter Fourteen, provide the narrative of the foundation at Cîteaux and includes a letter from Hugh, the archbishop of Lyon and legate of the Apostolic See at the time, giving Robert and his followers permission to turn away from the monastery at Molesme and found their own monastery, which is confirmed in “perpetuity by apostolic authority”.[footnoteRef:2] This is a clear effort to stress the legitimacy of the foundation of Cîteaux and to highlight that all was carried out with full legality and authorisation from the Apostolic See. This is an understandable inclusion, as the Cistercians were breaking away from the Benedictine following at Molesme under the impression that the Rule of St Benedict was no longer being followed closely, as a result of wealth and status booms, the welcoming of tithes previously rejected under the Rule and the ceasing of manual labour, among other reasons. What follows is a chapter explaining that the foundation at Cîteaux was more akin to the ‘desert place’ described by the Rule of St Benedict, on the understanding that the “more despicable and unapproachable the place was to seculars, the more suited it was for the monastic observance”.[footnoteRef:3] Another reference is made in Verse Six to the authority granted by the Apostolic See, lending further credence to the canonical legitimacy of the foundation. Michael Casey suggests that the wildness of the terrain mentioned in Chapter Three of the Exordium Parvum may have been “poeticised and exaggerated to ground a statement in principal”, but the intention is clear that the document, at least in part and with particular reference to the early chapters, was designed to ground the Cistercians in legitimacy and communicate that all was done in accordance with canon law.[footnoteRef:4] As well a legitimising the Cistercian reform, the Exordium Parvum also sets out the customs and principles to which the Cistercian monks should adhere. These are detailed in Chapter Fifteen and consist of: Austerity; Simplicity; Solitude; and Conformity to the Rule of St Benedict. These together form the primitive ideals of the Cistercian Order and form the basis from which Cîteaux and all Cistercian daughter houses were founded. [2:  C., Waddell, trans., Exordium Parvum, 2:5, [online] Available at http://www.scourmont.be/exordium/exdtext1.pdf (Accessed 15th January 2018) p.4.]  [3:  Ibid, 3:4, p.5.]  [4:  Casey, ‘Reading EP’, p.7.] 


	It is generally believed that the earliest composition of the Exordium Parvum dates from 1119, just over twenty years since the foundation of Cîteaux, and was most likely composed by Stephen Harding. This was the time that the Cistercians were founding daughter houses, and, indeed, by this point they had already reached a third generation of daughter houses. With this in mind, it makes sense that the Exordium Parvum was created as a basis of juridical legislation to be applied to the rapidly expanding Cistercian Order. It is for this reason that Casey concludes that the Exordium Parvum has evolved from its initial composition, with additional elements inserted from its date of conception well into the twelfth century.[footnoteRef:5] Chrysogonus Waddell suggests that the Exordium Parvum was indeed composed as a hybrid construction, with the addition of Chapters Fifteen through to Eighteen. The additional chapters were added, Waddell argues, around 1147 when the primitive Exordium Parvum was reworked as an introduction to Cistercian customary. Waddell also argues that the Exordium Parvum was composed as an apologia for Novum Monasterium, or in other words, justification for the foundation of Cîteaux.[footnoteRef:6] [5:  Ibid, p.2.]  [6:  C. Waddell, “The ‘Exordium Cistercii’ and the ‘Summa Carta Caritatis’: A Discussion
Continued”, Cistercian Ideals and Reality (1978), p.45., in Casey, Exordium Parvum, p.3.] 


	In an overarching sense, one conclusion that appears from almost all readings of the Exordium Parvum in historical scholarship is that it was composed with the intention to establish the juridical and canonical legitimacy of the new Benedictine order founded at Cîteaux. Although it does provide some difficulty in its dating and authorship, and therefore it is somewhat difficult to distinguish its true purpose or aims at conception, it is nonetheless an essential document for the study of the early Cistercians and does go some way towards establishing a distinct Cistercian identity.
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